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Reviews

Exhibit Review: the Apartheid and District Six
Museums, South Africa
During my summer abroad in South Africa, I spent almost a month
visiting museums in Cape Town and Johannesburg. Although it
was an exhausting task given the constraints of time, it helped me
construct a different dimension of South Africa through their
interpretation of their own complex history. The unifying memory
of South Africa is the oppressive system of apartheid. Most, if not
all, the museums that I visited were exclusively dedicated to the
memory of a system that in historical terms is still quite fresh.
Because a democratic South Africa is only twenty years old, the
memories of conflict, injustices, and oppression are very much
alive. In this context, it is interesting to analyze the country’s
interpretation of their historical memory.
Two museums stand out in my own memory, the District
Six museum, “an ordinary people’s place”1 in Cape Town, and the
Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg. Both museums deal with the
subject of apartheid in distinct ways. The District Six Museum
deals exclusively to the memory of the demolished community of
District Six during apartheid in the 1960s. Their exhibitions and
style are solely rooted in the personal and communal, and are
juxtaposed with local art and oral histories. The Apartheid
Museum is what I would call a textbook museum, rich with
information, artifacts and visual media. The personal is not
reflected; rather the historical foundation of apartheid takes
precedence.

1

Valmont Layne, “The District Six Museum: An Ordinary People’s Place,” The
Public Historian 30, no. 1 (February 1, 2008): 53–62,
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Apartheid Museum, Johannesburg, South Africa

Apartheid Museum Entrance. Photo by Author

My first impression of the Apartheid Museum was one of awe. I
had never been impressed by a museum with a historical,
photographic, and artifact collection like the Apartheid Museum. It
stood out as one of the most worthwhile museums during my visit.
It is impressive in its collection and aesthetics that cannot be
denied. Its history, however, is a bit peculiar as far as traditional
museums go. The Apartheid Museum was born not out of a
necessity to memorialize the past, but from a required stipulation
on casino entrepreneurs.2 The Gauteng Gambling Act of 1995
required casino owners to give back to the community as a
2

Chana Teeger and Vered Vinitzky-Seroussi, “Controlling for Consensus:
Commemorating Apartheid in South Africa,” Symbolic Interaction 30, no. 1
(February 1, 2007): 57–78.
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competitive incentive to acquire gambling licenses.3 The casino
entrepreneurs decided to give back to the community in the form
of a museum. When the licensing committee accepted the museum
proposal, the next step was on deciding the location of the
museum. Today it stands on the outskirts of Johannesburg, right
outside the downtown core.

Apartheid Museum Ticket. Photo by Author.

When visitors purchase their tickets, their stubs randomly
designate them a race. Visitors are either “non-white” or “white.”
Entrance to the museum is segregated according to the visitor’s
stub. The effect is intended to resemble the arbitrary race
designation imposed on South African citizens under the
Population Registration Act of 1950. Race classification under the
3

Ibid.
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apartheid government could legally change a person’s race from
“white” to “black.” As the$visitor walks towards the entrance, they
pass alongside a barbwire fence lined with the registration
documents of numerous South Africans before entering the
exhibition space.
The museum’s permanent exhibits are in chronological
order and begin with a film about the history of South Africa from
colonial times to 1959; the idea being that the visitor will walk
through each decade, as apartheid becomes the dominant political
system of South Africa. Academically, the information is
substantial. An impressive photograph collection supports the
information on display. The interior of the museum resembles a
prison complex with brick walls and metal bars separating the
different sections of the museum. The first sections rely on
photographs and text to establish the chronology and history of
everyday life under apartheid. The photographs introduce visitors
to the different realities that existed between South Africans as
designated by their race. Images of white South Africans enjoying
leisure activities are juxtaposed against images of forced
demolishment of communities, like District Six and Sophiatown.
One of the more shocking sections of the museum is the
political executions area. Hung on the ceiling of the room are a
number of nooses representing the political activists who lost their
lives at the hands or commands of the apartheid government. The
names of and the method of their execution are inscribed on the
walls. Directly following this haunting scene is a replica of the
solitary confinement cells that many tortured prisoners endured.
Visitors can step inside the cell, and inside they hear mumblings of
prisoners on broadcast that give an eerie sensation of
claustrophobic whispers in the enclosed space.
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Memorabilia in Apartheid Museum. Photo by Author.

Further along in the complex, memorabilia, political
posters, and artifacts supplement the historic events. Towards the
end of the museum, the anxiety of the post-apartheid years are on
display on television screens that loop constant footage of the
instability and conflict following the release of Nelson Mandela
and the abolition of apartheid. At the very end, there is light at the
end of the tunnel, quite literally. As visitors make their way to the
last section, the walls are lined with photographs and memorabilia
of the first democratic election where Mandela was elected
president. Visitors are left with a positive and hopeful view of the
future, and at the end, visitors are faced with the spirit that
encompasses South Africa’s vision; printed on the exit walls are
the words “Freedom, Equality, Responsibility, Democracy.”
As impressive as it is, the Apartheid Museum fails to
connect visitors to a deeper experience or understanding of
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apartheid. The aesthetics and the academic tone do not embody a
community; rather it seeks to become an authority on national and
historical memory. The location of the museum further speaks to
its disconnect. The extent of information on the panels draws those
who are academically inclined to read further. As a student, I
found myself skipping many of the text on the panels and walls. As
a visitor, they simply do not capture my attention, yet the
photographs and the exhibit aesthetics do command my attention.
In its design and architecture, it is very effective and interesting to
shape it as if I were walking through a prison complex. However,
in my recollection, I can say that there was something significant
missing from the Apartheid Museum. The museum is like a history
documentary filled with rich information, yet boring and flat in its
direction. The sense of community and humanity is devoid within
the walls of the museum.

Apartheid Museum Exit
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District Six Museum, Cape Town, South Africa

Inside District Six Museum. Photo by Author.

In contrast to the Apartheid Museum in Johannesburg, the
District Six Museum in Cape Town is much smaller, but
community rooted. I was not particularly impressed by the
aesthetics of the museum (I thought it was too cluttered) but the
story and the importance of the history of the demolished
community took precedence. The idea to create a museum started
in the 1980s as part of a social justice community group founded
on the hope to restore and preserve the memory of District Six.
The museum is exclusively rooted in community, social justice,
and personal stories. It continues to be an active presence in the
community today.4
The District Six Museum is fundamentally more effective
than the Apartheid Museum. Since it is smaller, it is more
4

Layne.
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concentrated in its history. It is not overwhelming in its historical
timeline or space. The most significant dimension of the museum
is the incorporation of actual District Six residents. When I visited
the museum, a man named Noor Ebrahim who was a child when
the apartheid government demolished his entire community, led
my group and me. Ebrahim recounted his story as our group sat
around him like kindergarten children. The most poignant part of
his story was his father’s pigeons that were kept as pets. The
pigeons somehow “knew” that his home in District Six was their
home as well. When the government demolished Ebrahim’s home
to rubble, the pigeons were let go, but his father went back to
salvage anything he could. What his father found were his pigeons
back in the spot where their home had been.

Noor Ebrahim from District Six. Photo by Tiffany Jones.

Noor went on to say that many people’s pets returned to the
rubble that were once their homes,. This element of oral history
and personality added a very distinct and intimate dimension to the
memory of apartheid. Interacting with Ebrahim and hearing his
story invokes a deeper sympathy because the visitor can identify
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with basic human emotions rather than academic text. What’s
more, the fact that the museum is located in the immediate vicinity
of District Six gives it not just shared authority, but legitimizes it
authenticity. The District Six Museum is directly connected to
South Africa’s memory and identity.
The District Six Museum does not seek to become an
authority over national memory or identity. Community is not a
construct here. It is a snapshot of a painful memory exhibited
through the objects and personalities of a community that signify
the resilience and reconciliation of a post-apartheid South Africa. It
exposes visitors to hidden and local histories that are often
dismissed or simply not acknowledged in the larger context of
historical studies. The District Six Museum is rooted in a need to
commemorate pain and to expose harsh realities, but the lively
personalities and the community aspect of the museum gives it a
much more organic feel than the Apartheid Museum, thus making
it a more effective exhibition of a difficult history.

District Six Today. Photo by Author.

Blanca Garcia-Barron
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